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She sees the forbidden chest opening, 
lady spiders in gossamer gowns, each one 
stepping out of another one, curtsying 
to each other, awaiting the music. 
A scorpion wearing tails and a golden 
chain around his neck waves an ivory-nob 
cane, comes toward her: Madam may I have 
this dance? Her foot dressed in a red satin 
slipper steps forward, her pearl-button 
gloved hand rests lightly upon his pincer, 
the other pressing the comb against her 
lips, they begin the polonaise, leading 
the lady spiders in orderly pairs through 
the dimly lit corridor, the room of wisdom, 
through the gallery, back to the chest. 
The lid is open, spilling things familiar 
to her all her life: her father's sword I 
its blade wrapped in her mother's pearl-grey 
chiffon blouse which cost fifty rubles 
(a year's wages for a Russian peasant); 
her brother's pigeons, white-breasted with 
clay-coloured wings; her china doll, its face 
blotched purple from the sun, wearing her 
little brother's hat with satin ribbons I 
its gouged eyes rattling in its belly. 
A snail is sitting on her doll's cheek, 
her worn-thin wedding ring around its neck, 
balancing the shell on the tip of its tail. 
Taking the shell away, she whispers: I will 
carry it now on my back. You may keep my ring. 
She removes her white starched cuffs, 
her starched white collar, steps out 
of the homespun frock. Shaking loose 
her tightly coiled hair, she combs it a 
hundred times, her lips counting. 
When done, she folds fine tissue around 
the comb, lies on her bed and begins 
to play tunes she had never heard before. 
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Each night she passes by the triple-locked 
chest. The dark corridor, lit by tall 
white candles and no one is in sight, 
she feels eyes watching her. Her hand 
stretches instinctively toward 
the locks, withdraws fearful. 
She closes the door of her room behind her. 
In it stands an iron bed, a washstand, 
a table and chair, a large crucifix hangs 
on the wall. 
Each day she rises with the sun, 
stands by the window to warm 
her limbs. Each day she enters 
a cavernous room lined with books 
of wisdom. Taking one from the highest shelf 
she sits down at the oak table and reads 
and reads, rocking rhythmically 
to absorb its wisdom. At the end 
of the day, dusk obliterating the letters, 
she closes the book and leaves to walk 
along the walled side of the cloister, 
observing carefully each column, the perfect 
sameness of their architraves and cornices. 
She enters always through the same door. 
This building here with the arched 
windows two stories high to let in 
light, is to be your home for a time. 
Inside stands a huge corvtd chest 
with rusty locks containing the things 
you must forget. Do not try to open it. 
You ""'Y walk the full length 
of the cloister surrounding the court. 
T ak.e the time to observe the perfect 
sameness of tllCh architrave but remember: 
come in always by the same door, 
they told Iler as she was entering 
through the tall black gate. 
by lala heine-koene . 
1HE HOUSE OF KNOWLEDGE 
his master. 
It was a long, slow, easy journey home, with many 
stops ~t the local .taverns. Marti was a celebrity and he 
and his apprentice used this new status to full ad- 
vantage. 
